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Super-Max Punishment in Prisons 
We live in a time and country where more and more of us are being criminalized. Once criminalized, 
we are then demonized and held up as a 
threat to "the American way of life." We 
are being taught, over and over again, not 
to trust one another and to give up privacy 
rights in order to gain "security" or "con-
venience" or "savings." Those of us who 
used to think we lived in Athens must now 
recognize that we inhabit Sparta. 
Super-maximum security prisons carry 
out this philosophy to the nth degree, with 
little public knowledge or accountability. 
Their existence is presented by the main-
stream media as being regrettable, at best, 
but necessary. 
What is dangerous to all of us now is 
the distribution of wealth and power in 
society- where some few people have too 
much of both and most ofus have way too 
little of either. What is dangerous is creat-
ing a climate where many people support 
treating others in ways we would never 
believe we ourselves should be treated. 
What is dangerous is equating justice with 
punishment and believing that punishment 
( of others) is necessary. 
Visiting a Super-Max 
For three days in mid-November, I ac-
companied a New Mexico attorney to 
Wallens Ridge State Prison in far south-
western Virginia to serve as a notary. More 
than 100 New Mexico prisoners have been 
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held in this facility since September, 1999. 
Even a visit to its climate of brutality was a 
chilling experience. 
The prison administration refuses to al-
low the buildings or grounds to be photo-
graphed. The prison looks like a post-atomic 
holocaust science fiction space station situ-
ated on top of a dynamite-flattened Appa-
lachian ridge. It is surrounded by two elec-
trified fences and innumerable rolls of ra-
zor wire. Like so many prisons in the rural 
areas of our country, Wallens Ridge came 
into existence as the result of a local, com-
munity economic development effort. 
Treatment of prisoners at Wallens Ridge 
has included a number of degrading "con-
trol" methods, including beatings upon ar-
rival, and always features the routine use 
of racist language. People are strapped 
down, ankles, wrists and chest, when ac-
cused of rule infractions. They are kept that 
way for 48 hours, with guards taking bets 
on how long they will be able to refrain 
RESIST Newsletter 
CPF 
from wetting 
or dirtying . 
themselves. 
Those ac-
cused of spit-
ting on guards 
must wear 
muzzles. 
Prisoners 
are required to 
wear devices 
around their 
waists offi-
cially called 
"R.E.A.C.T. Belt Systems" which are ca-
pable of delivering 50,000 volt shocks. Ac-
cording to an April 1999 Human Rights 
Watch Report concerning conditions at the 
twin super-max Virginia prison, Red Onion, 
"The extremely painful shock. .. has been 
described as 'resembling being hit on the 
back with a four-by-four by Arnold 
Schwarznegger. '" Prisoners are forced to 
stand, unmoving, away from a wall, while 
leaning on their noses against it. Night shift 
guards regularly walk along a row of cells 
hitting the metal doors. Visitors are not al-
lowed to chat with each other while endur-
ing long waits after long trips to see their 
loved ones. Even ifrepentance or remorse 
for past behavior were appropriate, such 
treatment inspires, if anything, exactly the 
opposite. Truly, survival with any kind of 
mental health is a triumph of the human 
spirit. 
Who are these "worst of the worst" from 
continued on page two 
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Super-Max Prisons 
continued from page one 
New Mexico that supposedly need 
to be kept under such conditions? 
Many of these people are medium 
security prisoners, others are mini-
mum; over three-quarters have less 
than five more years to serve, some 
only months. A number of them are 
experienced writ-writers---could that 
be a coincidence? 
New Mexico prisoners were sent 
to Wallens Ridge in two batches, af-
ter a disturbance at a for-profit New 
Mexico prison during which a guard 
was killed. This was a prison the 
governor insisted could do "a bet-
ter job for less money" than the 
state-run prisons. The New Mexico 
Department of Corrections itself says 
that the people they hold respon-
sible for the death of the guard at 
Wackenhut Prison are currently be-
ing held in the state prison in Santa 
Fe. So why transfer these individu- Prison cells in Walpole, Massachusetts in 1984 
als to Virginia? Why so precipi-
tously? Why transfer New Mexico prison-
ers who never were at the Wackenhut prison? 
And the worst part is, equivalent actions 
are being taken all over the country. 
US Overlooks Prisoners' Rights 
The manner in which human beings are 
being treated in the Wallens Ridge super-
max, as in super-maxes and control units 
throughout the country, is unconscionable. 
We do not become better people by calling 
names or being called names, by bullying 
or being bullied, by terrorizing or being ter-
rorized, by holding others or being held 
ourselves idle and confined. Punishment 
produces hurting, angry and dysfunctional 
people. It is as harmful for those inflicting 
it as it is for those who receive it. It is dan-
gerous for us all, as individuals, families 
and communities. 
To judge from the visiting room at 
Wallens Ridge, the majority of the 727 (as 
ofNovember, 1999) prisoners in this 1,267 
capacity prison who are not in protective 
custody areAfricanAmerican. Twenty-five 
percent of Virginia's population as a whole 
is African American. There are currently 
also 160 prisoners at Wallens Ridge from 
Connecticut, with several hundred more to 
come. The majority of them are Puerto Rican 
and African American. Virginia prisons also 
hold people sent from Delaware, the Dis-
trict of Columbia, Iowa, Michigan and Ver-
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mont. Such geographical range is not at all 
uncommon in these days of blatant traf-
ficking in human flesh. At least 18 states 
send those they imprison to other states. 
The United States is rare among coun-
tries in its extreme maltreatment by the 
people in power of so many of those with-
out it. Others have found less brutal ways 
to deal with people regarded by those in 
power as problems. Even though the United 
States has signed a number of international 
treaties and covenants forbidding torture and 
the denial of human rights, such behaviors 
continue inside the US prison system. 
Taking Action 
What is to be done? Information, then 
action. We must inform ourselves of the 
realities of imprisonment in this country at 
this time. Those of us who are not impris-
oned must reach out to those who are, learn 
each others' stories and connect with each 
other responsibly. There is no shortage of 
actions to take. 
For many of the years since 1972 that I 
have been involved in prison/justice work, 
my activist-lawyer sister has repeatedly 
asked me: but why this issue? Because the 
police, the courts and the prison system of 
this country clearly show the contradic-
tions between the rhetoric and the reality 
of our values. The country's punishment 
system exists as part of a larger whole. 
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Make no mistake about it: people 
and communities of color suffer 
most directly from the workings of 
the imprisonment system . The bla-
tant racism is breathtaking. We must 
acknowledge the truth and the im-
plications of the statistics. In 1993, 
519 out of every 100,000 people as a 
whole were in prison. Of every 
100,000 white people, 306 were in 
prison; whereas of every 100,000 
African Americans, 1,947 were in 
prison. Even more stark, of 100,000 
African-American males, 3,822 were 
in prison. These figures, of course, 
mirror the ugly economic truths of 
our country today. 
We must join together, inform 
ourselves, and then, for however 
long it takes, loudly and publicly 
speak truth to power. 
Mara Taub directs the Coalition 
for Prisoners Rights. The Coali-
tion received a multi-year grant 
from Resist in 1999. For more informa-
tion, contact them at PO Box 1911, 
Santa Fe, NM 87501. 
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Celling Prisoners for Private Profit 
NANEEN KARRAKER 
Growing involvement of the private sec- . tor in the imprisonment business is a 
multi-faceted monster that very effectively 
moves public dollars into private hands, 
all in the name of public safety. Least prob-
lematic, and often helpful, are halfway 
houses and work furlough programs for 
people coming out of state and federal pris-
ons; they have long been operated by pri-
vate, usually non-profit, agencies. Similarly, 
private parties run many lower security ju-
venile institutions like those used by juve-
nile probation departments. More troubling 
is the private financing and construction 
of prisons,jails, and other detention facili-
ties. Too often these schemes override voter 
opposition to building more prisons or jails 
and assure a big profit for a few investors. 
Abuses of Private Prisons 
In many ways, the most grotesque face 
of this monster is visible in privately oper-
ated secure institutions for adult state and 
federal prisoners. These "private prisons" 
are designed to lock up people for longer 
terms than the other facilities described 
above. They are supposed to provide a 
range of programs in cleaner and safer en-
vironments than public prisons or jails and 
at a lower cost. Those promises haven't 
panned out. As several well-publicized in-
cidents have shown, life in private prisons 
can be as brutal as in public prisons. 
A 1998 US Justice Department report 
on a series of prisoner abuses at a Correc-
tions Corporation of America (CCA) prison 
in Youngstown, Ohio described weapons 
searches that: 
went well beyond common or neces-
sary correctional practice and seemed 
intended to systematically degrade and 
humiliate all the inmates ... [E}mergency 
teams heavily outfitted in riot gear, af-
ter performing a customary strip search 
of each inmate, refused to allow the in-
mates to at least cover themselves with 
shorts and led them shackled and na-
ked out of their cells where they forced 
them to lie on the floor in groups or to 
kneel, leaning with their face against 
the wall for 3 0 to 60 minutes whiles the 
cells were searched . ... Inmates who 
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Private financing of prisons makes it easier 
for the government to ignore the conse-
quences of passing increasingly draconian 
laws that criminalize more activities and 
sentence people for longer terms. 
objected were forcibly removed to seg-
regation by the Special Operations and 
Response Teams (SORT), at times with 
the use of stun shields. 
Justifications and Rationales 
Privatization advocates base their argu-
ments encouraging private operation of 
prisons on two assumptions. First, advo-
cates claim that contracting services to pri-
vate enterprises is superior to government 
provision of those services. Services are 
provided more efficiently (read "at a lower 
cost") because they are not "mired in red 
tape." Private employers can hire and fire 
more easily since their workers are not pro-
tected by union contracts. This assures 
that workers are more disciplined (read "ter-
rified that they will lose their jobs"). 
The other assumption is that competi-
tion among private service providers stimu-
lates innovation, flexibility, and efficiency-
characteristics not encouraged by govern-
ment monopoly of service provision. 
lriitially, for-profit prison advocates cited 
several major changes in the role of gov-
ernment to justify their cause. Beginning 
in the late 1970s, government spending and 
revenue collection limits were established 
in many state and local jurisdictions. Elimi-
nation of federal revenue sharing by the 
mid-1980s left local governments without 
funds they could have used for building 
and operating locked facilities. Finally, 
many state governments reached their debt 
limits largely due to extensive prison fmanc-
ing. Meanwhile politicians continued to 
enact legislation requiring imprisonment of 
more people, many for longer terms. 
When voters refuse to pass construc-
tion-financing bonds, private enterprise 
steps in to make sure that more cages are 
built. When a state's prison operations 
budget begins to steal from the college 
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budget, public prison administrators just 
contract with a private prison operator to 
house prisoners. Though the costs are of-
ten higher, the state looks as though it is 
not expanding its prison system. 
As William Nagel, a former prison war-
den and author wrote in the mid- l 970s, "As 
long as we continue to build more prisons 
we will have neither the will nor the pres-
sure to seek more workable alternatives." 
California: A Privatization Study 
California boasts the nation's biggest 
prison system. One in every 14 state pris-
oners in the US is in a California state 
prison. As of September 1999, over 162,000 
people were imprisoned in California cor-
rectional facilities. More than 45,000 pris-
oners had been committed under the state's 
"Three Strikes" law. By the year 2006, the 
California Department of Corrections ex-
pects a gap between the number of prison-
ers and space to house them to be over 70,000. 
In preparation for this huge growth in 
the state's prison population the Califor-
nia Treasurer concocted a scheme in the 
early-1980s to privately finance prisons 
without voter approval. This scheme, 
called lease purchase financing, initially 
accelerated construction of several pris-
ons while voters more slowly supported 
general revenue bond financing of others. 
After the state's voters defeated a prison 
construction bond measure in 1990, lease 
purchase financing assured construction 
of over a dozen more California prisons. 
And, though it ultimately cost taxpayers 
more due to higher interest rates on non-voter 
approved bonds, it was all perfectly legal. 
In the early 1990s, the California Crimi-
nal Justice Consortium enlisted a highly 
respected civil rights attorney to try and 
secure help from the more liberal big law 
continued on page four 
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firms in the state to assess the legality of 
lease purchase financing. None of them 
would even look at it. They all refused on 
the grounds that questioning the practice 
might jeopardize their already lucrative 
business of handling the legal aspects of 
state bond fmancing. 
Despite the growth of state prisons, pri-
vate prisons in California have struggled 
to gain a foothold. Presently privately op-
erated prisons house only about 3% of the 
total number of state prisoners. Not de-
terred, the largest of these companies em-
ploy lobbyists in the state capitol to keep 
up the pressure. 
Activist Opposition and Alternatives 
Opposition to this burgeoning private 
prison business is coming from several are-
nas. Not surprisingly, prison guards unions 
have become some of the most energetic 
opponents of private prisons, but rarely in 
the public interest. Most only want to as-
sure control over one of the fastest grow-
ing sectors of the labor market without cri-
tiquing the privatization of prisons or the 
growth of the prison industry as a whole. 
One of the most effective demonstra-
tions of this phenomenon took place in 
Tennessee. CCA proposed to take over the 
state's prisons in 1985. Initially, the Ameri-
can Federal, State, County, and Municipal 
Employees AFL-CIO state chapter beat 
them back. The CCA returned two years 
later and were run out of town by state 
service workers. On the west coast, the no-
torious California Correctional Peace Of-
ficers' Association (CCPOA) has managed 
to block at least three legislative attempts 
to authorize significant privatization of the 
state's prison system. 
The prison reform community nationwide, 
with rare exceptions, sees privatization as 
Executing Human Rights 
The United States versus the United Nations 
HENRY ROSEMONT, JR. 
r--r,ie propaganda machines of the Depart-
1. ments of State and "Defense" ("Ag-
gression" would be more accurate) have 
been hard at work for more than a decade 
now, seeking a blanket expression to jus-
tify US adventurism abroad that would do 
the work that "communist subversion" did 
for the prior half-century. The "war on 
drugs" has been put forth strenuously, but 
has proved difficult to apply beyond Latin 
America, and is, finally, beginning to sound 
spurious even when applied to that area. 
"Rogue states" has also been bandied 
about, but only justifies our doing as we 
please within even narrower geographic 
ranges: Cuba, Iraq, Libya, etc. 
"Human Rights abusers" is the current 
term of art, which was effectively employed 
as a warrant for the NATO/US killings in 
Kosovo and Serbia. This term will prob-
ably not be around for very long either, 
however, because most of the major viola-
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US treatment of 
prisoners violates 
all of the relevant 
UN human rights 
covenants. 
tors of human rights (Indonesia, China, 
Nigeria, to name only a few) have govern-
ments compliant with the wishes of US and 
multinational corporate interests. 
And given that the State and "Defense" 
Departments are almost wholly-owned sub-
sidiaries of those corporations, they can-
not use the expression "human rights abus-
ers" unless its usage has first been cleared 
with the relevant CEOs. Such clearance will 
very probably only be given when the 
"abuses" are in such areas of human rights 
the business executives consider impor-
tant: intellectual and other property rights, 
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yet another means of caging more people, 
mostly poor people and disproportionately 
people of color. Private fmancing of prison 
and jail construction, and private opera-
tion of prisons just makes it easier for the 
government to ignore the consequences 
of passing increasingly draconian laws that 
criminalize more activities, mandate prison 
sentences in more situations, and sentence 
people for longer terms. 
Groups like the Criminal Justice Consor-
tium, an alliance of service and advocacy 
organizations and individuals, are dedi-
cated to reducing over-reliance on incar-
ceration in California and promoting the 
least restrictive, most humane alternatives 
to incarceration. By providing information, 
convening regular gatherings and educat-
ing both the general public and key deci-
sion-makers about the real costs of prison 
privatization, activists keep up the pres-
sure to create more workable alternatives. 
Naneen Karraker coordinates the 
Criminal Justice Consortium, which 
received a grant from Resist in 1999. 
For information, contact them at 1515 
Webster Street, Oakland, CA 94612. 
for example, or the right to repatriate all 
profits from an overseas unit, or the right 
to speculate in foreign currencies without 
restrictions. 
Everyone knowledgeable about when 
and where the US has intervened in the 
internal affairs of other sovereign nations 
ostensibly to further "human rights"--or 
its no less semantically-distorted cousins 
"freedom" and "democracy"~an see how 
hollow the rhetoric has been, even though, 
thanks to the standard media, the general 
public can still be called upon, on occa-
sion, to "support our troops" in destruc-
tive endeavors. 
What is perhaps less well known is that 
successive US governments do not even 
take human rights seriously in theory, much 
less in practice ( except for the rights of cor-
porations to pillage pretty much as they 
please); this can be seen clearly by exam-
ining the record of the US in the United 
Nations. 
continued on page six 
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Economics ( and Horror) of Prisons 
A Review of Parenti -s Lockdown America 
JORGEROGACHEVSKY 
T n Lockdown America: Police and Pris-
.Ions in the Age of Crisis (Verso, 1999, 290 
pp.), Christian Parenti presents a devastat-
ing expose of post-industrial US society. 
Despite the hype about a booming 
economy, unprecedented prosperity, and 
a supposed 30-year low in unemploy-
ment-all of which politicians and the me-
dia trumpet as a reassuring mantra of so-
cial stability and well-being- we are some-
times also made aware that income derived 
from wages has declined significantly in 
the past 20 years; that the polarization be-
tween rich and poor has been in a steady 
increase; that one out of every five chil-
dren in the US lives in poverty; and that 
the US has the highest rate of incarcera-
tion among the group of economically most 
developed nations. Parenti does an excel-
lent job of looking at the empty side of the 
economic glass from the perspective of 
those who, in his words, constitute the 
"surplus population" which is both a nec-
essary component of the contemporary 
capitalist system, and its most threatening 
contradiction. 
The Bottom-Up Transfer 
In the first part ofhis book, entitled "Cri-
sis," Parenti shows how, in the past 30 
years, but most especially since the Reagan 
revolution of the 80s, there has been a sys-
tematic transfer of wealth from the working 
class to the social elite, kicked-offby what be 
describes as the "artificial economic disas-
ter" that began at the end of the Carter 
presidency and continued through the early 
Reagan years: 
Before the 1980-82 cold-bath reces-
sion, wage freezes and pay cuts in 
unionized industries had been almost 
non-existent. Since 1964, and from 
World War II on, wages had been rising 
more or less consistently. In 1980 not a 
single union contract negotiation had 
ended in a pay freeze or cut. By 1982, 
44 percent of new contracts conceded 
wage freezes or outright cuts. Mean-
while the official unemployment rate, 
always an under-estimate, reached 10 
percent. This was Reagans monetarist 
Vol. 9, #1 
hammer falling on the middle class ex-
pectations of organized labor and, by 
extension, all workers. (39) 
While labor was being cut down to size, 
the investor and managerial classes were 
receiving the benefits of a massive wealth 
redistribution: 
social deviance, the war on illegal immigra-
tion, became a justification for a quasi-mili-
tarization of the mechanisms of social con-
trol; and how, under the trope of "zero tol-
erance," and an increased technological 
and managerial sophistication within the 
ranks of the police, entire populations have 
The "surplus population" is both a 
necessary component of the 
contemporary capitalist system, and 
its most threatening contradiction. 
The wealthy, meanwhile, were enjoy-
ing a state-subsidized renaissance. By 
198 7 Reagan had delivered the richest 
1 percent of the population a net tax 
saving of 25 percent; while the poorest 
tenth of workers saw 20 percent more 
of their incomes "swallowed by taxes." 
The combination of tax cuts, welfare 
gutting, assaults on labor, and the de-
regulation of banking and finance cre-
ated an estimated 2,500 to 5, 000 new 
millionaires and gave "untold added 
wealth to the nearly 500,000 people 
who already belonged to that elite 
circle." (41) 
Parenti's compelling thesis is that this 
transfer of wealth, necessitated by declin-
ing profit margins in the face of a loss of 
US competitiveness in world markets due 
to the emergence of a reconstructed Eu-
rope and a new Japanese economic power-
house, led to a radical shift in the methods, 
tools, and justifying discourse of social 
control. This amounted, in short, to a shift 
from Johnson's War on Poverty to 
Reagan's War on the Poor. 
Criminals in a Class War 
The second part of Parenti 's book, titled 
"Police," elaborates on the ideological con-
structs which provide an operational justi-
fication for the unfolding class war that US 
capitalism requires in order to shift re-
sources from the bottom to the top. Parenti 
analyzes how the war on drugs, the war on 
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become the targets of repressive violence: 
When police treat whole communities 
as the enemy the results can be grim. 
For example, on October 30, 1998, a 
masked and fatigue-clad tactical force 
of 90 police officers and state agents 
launched a violent pre-dawn raid on 
the Martin Luther King and Marcus 
Garvey resident-owned housing coop-
erative in San Francisco in search of a 
drug gang called the Knock Out Posse. 
During the raid, police commandos 
blew open doors with special "shock-
lock" shotgun rounds, cleared rooms 
with flash-bang grenades, and took an 
entire community hostage for several 
hours. 
At a police commission meeting fol-
lowing the operation, a train of furious 
and sobbing African American victims 
recounted in scabrous detail how po-
lice officers slapped and kicked them, 
stepped on their necks, and pressed 
pistol and shotgun muzzles to their 
heads as other officers ransacked their 
homes, up-turning beds and ripping 
open closets. (126) 
It is Parenti 's contention that, far from 
being an aberration resulting from exces-
sive zealousness, this type of mass scale 
harassment and intimidation is a necessary 
outgrowth of the need to contain and ter-
rorize entire populations that have no pro-
ductive role within our post-industrial 
continued on page seven 
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Executing Human Rights 
continued from page four 
The UN has put forth 25 international 
instruments ( covenants and conventions) 
dealing with human rights issues since pro-
mulgating the Universal Declaration in 
1948. The US has ratified 10 of them. In 
contrast, Canada and the UK, for instance 
have ratified 17; Italy, France, Sweden, 
Mexico Australia, and New Zealand have 
ratified 18; 20 for Denmark, and Germany 
has ratified 23 of the 25. 
The record becomes more deplorable 
when we look at the contents of those 25 
instruments. Alone among all of the coun-
tries listed above, the US has not ratified 
the International Covenant on Economic, 
Social, and Cultural Rights, drawn from the 
Universal Declaration (which was de-
scribed by former UN Ambassador Jeanne 
Kirkpatrick as "A Letter to Santa Claus"). 
Among others, the US has also not rati-
fied the Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women; Convention for the Suppression 
of the Traffic in Persons and of the Exploi-
tation of the Prostitution of Others; Con-
vention Relating to the Status of Refugees; 
and the Convention on the Rights of Mi-
grant Workers and Their Families. And 
while the US has signed the Convention 
on the Rights of the Child, we have not 
ratified it- the only one of the 192 member 
states of the UN not to do so. 
This sorry record on human rights legal 
thinking does not improve when we tum 
to the UN covenants and conventions the 
VS has ratified; on the contrary, it gets 
worse. Consider the International Covenant 
on Civil and Political Rights, first promul-
gated in 1966 (but not ratified by the US 
until 1992). In order to make the Covenant 
effective, an Optional Protocol was pro-
mulgated at the same time, signatories to 
which agreed to the jurisdiction of the UN 
Human Rights Committee to hear charges 
of Covenant violations brought by a mem-
ber state or individual. Article I of the Op-
tional Protocol closes with the following: 
No communication shall be received 
by The Committee if it concerns a Party 
to the Covenant which is not a party to 
the present Protocol. 
Of the 140 signatories to the Covenant, 
93 have also ratified the Optional Protocol; 
guess which major nation is not among 
them. Thus, even though the US has rati-
fied the Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights, no charges of violations thereof 
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The US has killed more people 
. condemned for crimes committed as 
children than Iran, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia 
and Yemen combined. 
can be brought before the UN unless the 
US agrees to it; it is equally easy to guess 
how often that agreement will be forthcom-
ing. (A moral and rational person might now 
ask why we even bothered to ratify the 
Covenant if we had no intention of ratify-
ing the Optional Protocol. Two reasons: for 
propaganda effect, and the fact that all and 
only Covenant signatories are eligible for 
seats on the Human Rights Committee.) 
In effect, then, the US has signed on to 
9, not 10, of the 25 UN international instru-
ments, but in legal fact has actually signed 
on to virtually none. Every instrument rati-
fied by the US has been accompanied by 
caveats: in legal parlance, "reservations, 
understandings, and declarations"-
RUDs. All signatories to UN Human Rights 
instruments enter RUDs on occasion, but 
they are not like those entered by the US. 
What most of our RUDs have in com-
mon is that the provisions therein be non-
enforceable in the US. Put more simply, the 
US insists that none of its citizens-or the 
citizens of any other nation-can bring suit 
against it in the US for purported viola-
tions of the human rights set forth in the 
covenants and conventions to which it has 
formally subscribed. It is hard to imagine a 
more blatant example of hypocrisy. 
Not all thinking about human rights on 
the part of the US government is hypocriti-
cal, however: at times, violations thereof 
are advanced both in fact and in principle. 
The treatment of prisoners in the US is one 
telling example. Although we very prob-
ably have fewer purely political prisoners 
in this country than in many others, our 
treatment of prisoners violates all of the 
relevant human rights covenants and con-
ventions of the UN, and this treatment con-
tinues to be validated by both state and 
federal courts and legislatures. From the 
increasing use of electro-shock stun guns 
to constant strip-searches, the incarcerated 
are humiliated and brutalized. Socializa-
tion-necessary if the spark of humanity 
is to be kept, or re-ignited-is systemati-
cally denied to many prisoners, either by 
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placing violently opposing groups to-
gether-white supremacists with blacks, 
homophobes with gays, etc.-or by round-
the-clock solitary confinement. 
To the chagrin of many political flag-
wavers, Amnesty International focused its 
attention in 1998 not on an Afghanistan or 
North Korea, but on the United States. Its 
research and conclusions have recently 
been published in the United States Of 
America: Rights for All, along with pam-
phlets on specific abuses such as stun 
guns. Central to their manifold condemna-
tions of US human rights violations are 
those visited on prisoners, and these 
should be read by every US citizen, whose 
taxes underwrite those abuses. 
Ugly and/or hypocritical as all of the 
above illustrations of US disdain for hu-
man rights may be, they are not the worst 
of it; in the cruel disregard for the concept 
of the sanctity of human life, all three 
branches of the government display a way 
of thinking that must be revolting to every 
human being who takes the concept seriously. 
When the US ratified the Convention 
Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman, 
or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, it 
included among its RUDs the following 
statement: 
The United States understands that in-
ternational law does not prohibit the 
death penalty, and does not consider 
this Convention to restrict or prohibit 
the United States from applying the 
death penalty consistent with the Fifth, 
Eighth, and/or Fourteenth Amend-
ments to the Constitution ... 
No other modem, democratic nation 
state has entered this specific RUD; as is 
all too often the case, the US stands alone 
in its theoretical, as well as its actual dis-
dain for the concept of human rights on 
this issue. 
And even more troubling is the fact that 
our lack of respect for human rights ap-
plies to children no less than adults. Since 
1990, the US has kept company only with 
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Iran, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia and Yemen in 
executing people for crimes committed as 
children; but we have outdone them, hav-
ing killed more of the condemned than the 
other four combined. Consider the follow-
ing statistics . compiled by the National 
Coalition to Abolish the Death Penalty: 
* 344 people who were sent to death 
row as children have been executed in 
the United States. 
* 143 children have been sentenced to 
death since 1978. 
* Execution of children has doubled in 
the last decade. 
* In 1996, prosecutors sought the death 
penalty for juveniles as young as 13 
years of age. 
* Twelve of the 50 states have no mini-
mum age for death penalty sentences. 
* Two of every three children sent to 
death row are children of color, and a 
similar ratio applies to executions. 
* Of nine women executed in the US for 
crimes committed as children, eight were 
Black and one was Native American. 
It should thus be apparent why the 
United States is the only one of the 192 
member states of the United Nations not 
to have ratified the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child; alone in the world, US 
children don't seem to have these rights. 
But the US is consistent in this regard, 
for adults, or larger groupings, or even 
other nation· states, don't have many of 
them either. Rather it seems that only cor-
porations really have rights, and if these 
are not duly respected by other nation 
states, those states will be labeled as "hu-
man rights abusers," and subjected to what-
ever degree of murderous violence we elect 
to impose on them until they come to re-
spect "human rights" as the term has been 
defined for them by the United States of 
America. 
Henry Rosemont, Jr. teaches philosophy 
at St. Marys College of Maryland, and 
has been a Resist Board Member since 
1969. Materials for this article were 
taken from a number of United Nations 
documents, Amnesty International 
materials, data collected by the Na-
tional Coalition to Abolish the Death 
Penalty, and several prisoners' rights 
groups supported by Resist. Specific 
citations can be provided by writing to 
him c/o the Resist office. 
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economy. Furthermore, according to 
Parenti, by demonizing and criminalizing 
an entire social sector, the State creates 
the justification it needs to construct and 
maintain a large and sophisticated mecha-
nism of social surveillance and control. 
Warehousing Surplus People 
The final piece of the puzzle, according 
to Parenti, is the brutality of the warehous-
ing network that our society has created in 
order to repress any potential volatility from 
the discarded underclass. In the final sec-
tion of his book, titled "Prison," Parenti 
provides a nightmarish vision of a world 
imbued with sadism from top to bottom. 
This is a world where prison guards, for 
their own amusement, set-up fights be-
tween prisoners; where prostitution, both 
of male and female prisoners, is an accepted 
practice; where rape is used for punish-
ment and to create psychological control: 
The case that finally exposed this semi-
official use of rape as a disciplinary 
tool was brought forth by Eddie 
Dillard, a 23-year-old former gang 
member from LA serving time for assault 
with a deadly weapon. While in 
Calipatria State Prison, Dillard made 
the mistake of kicking a female guard . .. 
Dillard was transferred . .. to be housed 
with the Booty Bandit. Dillard immedi-
ately protested the transfer, pointing 
out that Robertson was a known preda-
. tor. The official reply was unambigu-
ous: "Since you like hitting women, 
we've got somebody for you. " 
For the next several days Robertson 
beat, raped, tortured, and humiliated 
Dillard, while guards and other in-
mates listened to the echoes of the 
young man screaming, begging for 
mercy, and calling for help. (183) 
Again, according to Parenti, this is not 
a case of bad apples in the basket, but 
rather a direct outgrowth of three interlock-
ing components of our current criminal jus-
tice process: first, the demonizing of crime, 
with a concomitant ideology of revenge and 
just desserts; second, the use of the fear 
of imprisonment as an inducement for com-
pliance on the part of economically dis-
carded social sectors; third, the need to 
dehumanize and thus depoliticize the pris-
oners created by capitalist greed. 
Parenti 's analysis and depiction of the 
underside of our current economic boom 
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is both harrowing and compelling. 
Lockdown America is a powerful indict-
ment of a society that 30 years ago experi-
enced a struggle to define social standards 
based on ideals of equality and the achieve-
ment of full human potential, but which has 
now become inured to entrenched and ever-
widening inequalities, and the consolation 
prize of charming new gadgets and the 
search for personal well-being. 
The main shortcoming in Parenti's book 
is that he often evokes a conspiratorial 
frame ofreference, as if there existed a capi-
talist cabal that is so fully in control of the 
social process that it can force hundreds 
of millions of people to behave in a prede-
termined manner. If this were the case, the 
fact that US society at the end of the twen-
tieth century has sold its soul in search of 
all that glitters would be the fault of the 
high-placed devils who are ultimately in 
control. Unfortunately, a traditionally Marx-
ist class analysis, while extremely useful in 
providing an x-ray image of the social sick-
ness that we are experiencing, is much less 
capable of determining the etiology of the 
disease, and therefore prescribing possible 
cures. There is no class struggle in US so-
ciety, but rather a social Darwinist rampage 
where the stronger feed on the weaker. 
Parenti's description of prison life, where 
rival gangs keep each other in check and 
brutalize anyone who can be assigned the 
role of victim-and in this regard we can 
consider prison guards to be just one more 
gang in the slammer----can in fact serve as 
a metaphor for our entire social system. 
Moreover, an aspect of our contemporary 
society that Parenti only peripherally ad-
dresses is the international scene, where 
the US has assigned itself the role of the 
biggest and baddest bully. 
The main crisis in US society is not eco-
nomic, but rather moral. We have lost the 
will to imagine a better society, and have 
consoled ourselves with the oft-repeated 
banality; and falsehood, that we live in the 
best country in the world. Parenti 's book is 
a good unmasking of this falsehood and 
leaves one with the echo of Kurtz's dying 
words within the heart of darkness, "The 
horror, the horror." 
Jorge Rogechevsky teaches at St. Marys 
College of Maryland and serves on 
Resists Board of Diretors. 
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RESOUBCES EQB emsoN ACTIVISTS 
The following is a partial list of resources 
and organizations that may be useful for 
those engaged in organizing around 
prison issues. Groups listed with "*" 
have received grants from Resist. 
ORGANIZATIONS 
ACLU National Prison Project 
1875 4th Avenue NW #410 
Washington, DC 20009 
AFSC-Criminal Justice Program 
Campaign to Stop Control Unit Prisons* 
972 Broad Street 6th Floor 
Newark, NJ 07102 
AFSC-Criminal Justice Program* 
1414 Hill Street 
Ann Arbor, MI 48104 
Organizes with prisoners and families to 
end abusive and unjust treatment of 
prisoners. 
California Prison Focus * 
2940 16th Street, Room 100 
San Francisco, CA 94103; www.prisons.org 
Identifies, monitors and challenges human 
rights abuses in California prisons. 
Campaign to End the Death Penalty* 
PO Box 25730 
Chicago, IL 60625 
A national organization working to abol-
ish capital punishment. 
Coalition for Prisoners' Rights* 
PO Box 1911 
Santa Fe, NM 87504 
Works to distinguish justice from judg-
ment, publishes a small monthly newslet-
ter and supports prisoners and their 
loved ones. 
CURE-National* 
PO Box 2310, Washington, DC 20013 
A national organization to reduce crime 
through the reform of the criminal justice 
system, especially the prison system. 
Human Rights Watch 
www.hrw.org 
Monitors US human rights violations. 
International Conference on 
Penal Abolition (COPA) 
c/o Rittenhouse, 157 Carlton Street 
Toronto, Ontario MSA 2K3 
World-wide movement to challenge exist-
ing revenge approach to criminal justice. 
National Coalition to Abolish 
the Death Penalty 
1436 U Street #104 
Washington, DC 20009 
•••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
• 
• 
• 
• 
Join the Resist Pledge Program 
We'd like you to consider 
becoming a Resist Pledge. 
Pledges account for over 
30% of our income. 
By becoming a pledge, you help 
guarantee Resist a fixed and dependable 
source of income on which we can build 
our grant-making 
program. In return, we will send you a 
monthly pledge letter and reminder 
along with your newsletter. We will 
keep you up-to-date on the groups we 
have funded and the other work being 
done at Resist. 
So take the plunge and become a Resist 
Pledge! We count on you, and the 
groups we fund count on us. 
Yes! I'll become a 
RESIST Pledge. 
I'll send you my pledge of $ __ 
every month/two months/ 
quarter/six months (circle one). 
[ ] Enclosed is an initial pledge 
contribution of $ ___ . 
[ ] I can't join the pledge program 
now, but here's a contribution of 
$ ___ to support your work. 
Name ________ _ 
Address 
---------City/State/Zip ______ _ 
Phone ________ _ 
Donations to Resist are tax-deductible. 
Resist • 259 Elm Street • Suite 201 • Somerville • MA • 02144 
• 
•••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
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Prison and Jail Project* 
PO Box 6749 
Americus, GA 31709 
Prison Legal News* 
2400 NW 80th St. 
PMB 148 
Seattle, WA 98117 
Publishes a monthly newsletter written by 
prisoners. 
Rosenberg Fund For Children 
1145 Main Street Suite 408 
Springfield, MA O 1103 
Offers grants for the children of prisoners. 
The Sentencing Project 
918 F Stre.et NW 
Washington, DC 20004 
Provides information on sentencing-
reform and publishes "Americans Behind 
Bars." 
BOOKS, ARTICLES & REPORTS 
Celling of America: An Insiders Look 
at the US Prison Industry, edited by 
Daniel Burton-Rose (Common Courage 
Press, 1998). 
Doing Time, 2 5 Years of Prison 
Writing: A PEN American Center Prize 
Anthology, edited by Bell Gale Chevigny 
(American Center of P.E.N., 1999). 
Lockdown America: Police and Prisons 
in the Age of Crisis, by Christian Parenti 
(Verso, 1999) . 
"Private Adult Prisons: What Do We 
Really Know and Why Don't We Know 
More?" by Scott Camp at http://members. 
aol.com/scamp6131 /sdc _pubs.htm. 
"Private Prisons in the United States: 
An Assessment of Current Practice, " by 
Douglas McDonald, et al. at Abt Associ-
ates at http:/ /www.nicic.org/brief-priv-
abt98.htm. 
Prison Privatisation Report Interna-
tional, a newsletter published 10 times 
annually by the Prison Reform Trust 
(PRT), prt@prisonreform.demon.co.uk; 
15 Northburgh Street, Longdon EClV 
OJR, England. 
United States Of America: Rights for 
All, 1998, published by Amnesty 
International, 322 8th Avenue, New York, 
NY 10001; www.amnesty.org . 
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